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Proper feeding and management of ewes is essen­
tial to profitable sheep production. Careful attention 
to the nutritive requirements of the ewes throughout 
the year will often mean the difference between profit 
and loss. 
NUTRITIVE NEEDS OF SHEEP 
Protein and Energy 
Ewes have both a high total nutrient and high 
\,._..., protein requirement during the latter 5 or 6 weeks 
of pregnancy and when suckling lambs. Wool is a 
protein product; therefore, ewes need feeds contain­
ing an adequate supply of this nutrient. 
Sheep having access co green grass or a reasonable 
quantity of legume hay will generally show no d.e­
fi.ciency in either the amount or quality of protem 
and energy needs. 
Feeding Urea to Ewes 
Ruminant animals such as sheep are capable of 
utilizing some simple compounds which contain ni­
trogen to meet their requirement for protein. The 
chief one used is urea. 
Urea should not be considered something neces­
sary to have in a ration. Rather it is one source of an 
essential nutrient-protein. 
The level of urea in protein supplements to be used 
as the only supplement to low-protein roughage or 
winter range should be limited to one-third of the pro­
tein supplement. This would be about 5.1% urea 
(13.3% protein equivalent) in a 40°/4protein supple-
\_.,, ment. 
Mineral (calcium, phosphorus, and salt} 
Free choice feeding of mineral supplements ap­
pears to suit the needs of sheep in most areas of 
South Dakota. 
sheep specialist 
Providing stabilized iodine salt free choice or in 
mineral mixtures will take care of the requirements 
for sodium, chlorine, and iodine. 
The amount of calcium and phosphorus in min­
eral supplements should vary with the type of ration 
being consumed. A 40°/4di-calcium phosphate or 
bone meal 60% trace mineral salt mixture will meet 
the requirements. Additional salt in block form may 
be advisable because animals would not need to eat 
the mineral mixtures merely to satisfy their appetite 
forsalt. 
Table 1. Average Salt Requirements for Sheep 
Breeding Sheep (range) _____.. ______l 16./hd./mo. 
Breeding Sheep (form flock) __________________.9 16./hd./mo. 
Vitamin Needs 
Vitamin A is probably the only vitamin that may 
be deficient in any normal sheep feeding program. 
The fact that sheep are generally outdoors and ex­
posed to the sunlight much of the time, protects them 
from any deficiency of vitamin D. The B vitamins as 
well as vitamins K and C appear to be synthesized in 
sufficient amounts in the rumen of the sheep; it is 
therefore not essential to add these to the ration. 
When vitamin A deficiency symptoms appear, it 
is recommended that dehydrated or high quality 
green alfalfa hay or stabilized vitamin A product be 
added to the ration. 
Feeds normally consumed by sheep, especially 
well-cured hays and green pastures, contain ample 
quantities of vitamin E. If there is reason to believe 
that vitamin E is short an addition of a vitamin E 
supplement, such as wheat germ oil, may be desirable. 
Water Needs 
Water consumption of sheep varies with the cli­
mate and type of feed. Sheep consume more water in 
summer than winter and more when on dry feeds 
_____________ 
_________________ 
than when eating pasture grass or other succulent 
feeds. Sheep will go for weeks without water when 
foraging on grasses of high moisture content. How­
ever, under normal production, a plentiful supply of 
water should be provided daily and ice should be 
kept out of troughs in winter. 
Table 2. Average Daily Water Requirements for Sheep 
Breeding ewes before lambing 4 qts. / hd. / day 
Breeding ewes after lambing 6 qts. / hd. / day 
Antibiotics in Ewe Rations 
If you have been having a high lamb mortality 
rate, then you may be interested in the results of a 
three-year (1%4-1966) South Dakota study in which 
S31western ewes of mixed breeding were used to eval­
uate the influence of antibiotic supplementation to 
pregnant ewes on lamb livability and performance. 
Supplementing pregnant ewes with 60 mg. of 
Aureomycin per head daily for 80 days starting six 
weeks before lambing substantially reduced lamb 
mortality. Average lamb mortality rate for the three­
year period was 3.9 percent in the Aureomycin-sup­
plemented group compared with 14.Spercent in the 
control group. The antibiotic treatment did not influ­
ence weight change of the ewes or lamb gains from 
birth to weaning. 
PASTURE NEEDS 
Sheep are the only farm animals that will produce 
a top quality market product from pasture. Sheep 
are natural foragers and excel all other animals in 
ability to utilize pasture plants. If sheep are to be 
produced on the farm then you must work out your 
own pasture program to fit your individual situation. 
Your lambing date, type of lambs produced, pasture 
available, and other livestock on the farm are a few 
of the factors that will help determine your best pro­
gram. To provide satisfactory grazing through-out 
the season, most growers use rotation and temporary 
or emergency pasture in addition to their permanent 
pasture. 
Proper rotation of pasture will provide 200/4 more 
grazing days during the summer pasture season. 
Rules to follow under a carefully planned rotation 
system are: 
1. Use at least three permanent pastures in the 
rotation. Along with the three permanent pastures it is 
good management to provide a summer temporary 
pasture. 
2. Use only one pasture at a time and start graz­
ing when grass is S to 7 inches high. 
3. Rotate sheep every 2 weeks or sooner if grass 
coverage is down to 4 inches. 
4. Allow at least 3 inches of growth to remain at 
end of grazing season. This will help preserve stand, 
conserve moisture, and aid in parasite control. 
Follow these rules in order to obtain maximum 
sustained sheep production from native range. 
1. Utilize no more than 45% of the annual forage 
production during the summer grazing period. 
2. Develop water sources, fence, and distribute 
salt, mineral, and shades to get even utilization of the 
entire pasture. 
3. If possible, rotate grazing so you graze each 
pasture during a different season in different years. 
4. If possible, provide a_n early spring tame pas­
ture so that native range will not be grazed early in 
the spring when range plants are in the most critical 
stage of growth. At this time, they can be damaged 
excessively by grazing. 
S. Allow each native pasture to rest 1 year out of 
every 4 to 6. 
6. Carry over a plentiful supply of hay and cull 
heavily so that your range may be maintained in good 
condition during periods of drought. 
The grazing rate during a normal summer and 
for a particular pasture is used only as a guide. The 
actual rate will depend upon rainfall received, the 
kind of pasture mix, and the type of fertility of soil 
found in the pasture area. 
PREPARATION OF FEEDS FOR EWES 
Grinding or Rolling Grains 
Of all the farm animals, sheep are best able to do 
their own grinding, and with few exceptions they 
should be fed whole grain. Exception to the rule is 
when grains are extremely hard or when ewes' teeth 
are poor. 
Chopping or Grinding Roughage 
Whether it will pay to chop, shred, or grind hay 
will depend on the quality of hay, on the manner in 
which it is fed, on the price of the hay, and cost of 
such preparation. If it is processed it will facilitate 
handling, it can be stored in smaller areas, and can be 
fed with less waste. This preparation of roughage 
does not, however, increase the value of the initial 
product. 
Pelleting 
Appraise the value of pelleting against the cost. 
Use as much of your home grown feeds as possible 
for economical operation. Because of the necessity of 
utilizing home grown feeds it does not appear feasi­
ble to feed ewes a pelleted ration. 
Jfeeding the Ewes 
The ewe needs little care and no special feed from 
the time lambs are weaned until just before breeding 
time. A pasture program similar to that mentioned 
earlier will meet the ewe's needs during this period. 
Table 3. Feed Substitution Table for Sheep (Grains, By-Products, Feeds, Roots, and Tubers) 
Approximale 
Relative percentage 
foedingvalue ofbasefccd(or 
(Ib.forlb.) comparablefeed 
compared with whichor feeds) 
0 
~ ~a~uc:~ ~~h /!rc:s~!~:~~s 
Corn, No.~-- -- 100 100 ltisnotnecessarytogrindcornunlessitisbeingfedtoeweswith 
poorteethorcreepfeedinglambsunder5weeksofage. 
Barley ..................................... 88-100 It does not pay to grind barley for sheep. 
Beet pulp, molasses, dried ... 95 30to50 Thesehaveavalueofabout80 %, whenusedastheonlyconcen-
trateforfatteninglambs. 
Beet pulp, wet ... 25 30to50 
Molasses, beet ____ 80•90 20 Used primarily in lamb feeding. Greatest value may be consid­
ered when used as an appetizer. Considered to be somewhat !ax­
ativebecauseitishigh in alkaline salts. 
Oats ----··············· 75-100 10-100 Need not be ground for sheep-may consider rolling when used 
for starti~g lambs on creep ration. ~west value when used_ as 
only gram for fattening lambs. Highest value when starting 
younglambsonfeed,andforbreedinganimals. 
Roots (stock beets)·· ··- ............... 25-35 50 Somefeelthathighlevelsofrootsoverlongperiodsoftimemay 
cause urinary calculi. Exercise caution when feeding to rams 
andwethers. 
R_ye ___ _ 83-87 50-100 Ryeappearstobemorepalatabletosheepthantoothcrdassesof 
animals. Itisnotnecessarytogrind. 
Alfalfa silage ____ 30-50 50-85 Whenalfalfasilagereplacescornsilage,moreenergyfeedmust 
beprovidedbutlessprotein,unlessgrainisusedasapreservative. 
Beet tops,fresh ___ _ 16-25 30-50 In beet producing areas fresh beet tops are pastured off by sheep 
andcattle. 
Becttops,we 70 so 
Beet top silage, sugar 17-25 30-50 Provide dry forage when feeding beet top silage; add 2 ounces of 
limestonetoeachlOOlbs.silage. 
Bromegrass hay ... 75 100 
Cloverhay,redandcrimson ........ 90-100 Shouldbecutatearlystages. 
Corn fodder 75 100 Utilizationimproved,ifchopped. 
Corn silage ... 30-50 50-85 If corn silage is only foragefed,thisration should be balanced by 
adding 1/ lOto ¼ pound highproteinsupplementperday.Pref­
erence is expressed for the limited use of silage and addition 
ofhay. 
Grass-legume mixed hay 80-90 Value depends on percentage of alfalfa grains, hay,and stage of 
maturityattimeofcutting. 
Grass-legume silage .. 30-45 50-85 Mostfccdersprefertolimitthesilageandusesomehay. 
Oat hay 75 50-85 
Prairie hay 65-70 
Sorghum,grain ... 100 100 Similarfeedingvaluefoundinallvarieties.Itisnotnecessaryto 
grindgrainsorghumforsheep. 
Wheat .. 90-95 10-30 Notnecessarytogrind.Maycausefounder. 
Wheat bran ... 90 10-30 Bran is valuable for young animals, for breeding animals, and 
\.__,, === = ===== == === = " tin=ga=m=mals on = = == == ===fo' "= = = = = feed. 
•Roots and tubcrsareoflowerv'J!ue thangrainfeeds,<lue to their higher moisture content 
Table 4. Feed Substitutions for Sheep. 
A::r:nx:i:ctc 
ofbascfttd(or 
eomparablcfccd 
Protein supplements (compared Relative orfccds)whith 
withsoybc:anmcalwithavaluc fcedingvaluc 
oflOO) (lb.forlb.) tc:sr;r~~lu 
Soybeanoilmeal(44%) 100 100 
Linseedoilmeal(33 % ) 100 100 
Cottonsecdoilmcal(43 % ) . 100 100 
Soybeans 95-100 100 Not necessary to grind soybeans for sheep. 
Dryforag<:sandsilagcs (com­
pucdwithalfalb.haywitha 
fcedingvalucoflOO) 
Alfalfahay , allanalyscs ... 100 100 
Recd canary grass . 70 100 
Sorghum fodder ·- 70 100 
Sorghum silage (grain)• . 30-50 50-85 Most feeders prefer to limit the silage and use some hay. 
Sorghum silage (forage)• . 25-35 50-80 Approximately equal to grain sorghum silage on a per acre basis. 
Sudan grass hay .. 50-75 
Sweet clover hay -···~---·-·· 100 100 First year clover hay most desirable. May cause sweet clover 
disease. 
Flushing the Ewes 
Experimental evidence shows that conditioning 
the ewe just prior to breeding and for 2 or 3 weeks 
afterwards may affect the lamb crop. This can be 
done by turning ewes on a fresh, luxuriant pasture 
2 or 3 weeks before breeding time. For example if 
ewes are on the normal dry pasture, tum them on 
Sudan or lush pasture that has not been recently 
used. If ewes are on dry pasture feed them ½ pound 
grain ( oats, corn, grain, sorghum) 2 weeks before and 
2 weeks after the breeding season starts. 
Feeding the Pregnant Ewes 
After ewes are bred, they s?ould have access t_o 
pastur e as long as the~e are available. Pasture at this 
time of the year may include permanent , temporary , 
stubble fields, or corn stalks. When sufficient pasture 
is no longer available, supplemental feeds must be 
provided. The mo_st satisfactory forage .in South Da­
kota is a good quality alfalfa hay. When 1t is necessary 
to feed native hays make every effort to cut it in an 
early stage of maturity and have it properly cured. 
When feeding grass hay it is generally necessary to 
provide some source of a protein supplement. As was 
previously mentioned , the val~e of ~lfalfa h~y fr?m 
the standpoint of protein quality, mmerals, v1tamms, 
and the fact that grass hays are not recognized as being 
completely balanced in nutrient requirements, me~ns 
that you must make every effort to supply one-thud 
of the ration of good quality alfalfa hay_ 
A month to 6 weeks before lambing time, ewes 
should generally receive a concentrate .allowance of 
½ to ¾ pound of grain daily. At this ttme the fetus 
is developing rapidly and demands being made on 
the ewe are heavy. Ewes should gain 25 to 35 pounds 
in weight from breeding to lambing. 
Feeding at Lambing Time 
Immediately after lambing each ewe should be 
placed in an individual "holding" or "lambing" pen. 
At this time reduce the grain allowance. After the 
reduction it might consist of equal parts of oats and 
good quality bran and a free choice roughage. About 
one week after lambing ewes can be placed back on 
full feed. Provide moderate amounts of water to the 
ewe soon after lambing. 
Feeding the Lactating Ewe 
Milk production can be greatly stimulated through 
proper selection of feeds. The average ewe produced 
in South Dakota will yield from 1 to 4 quarts of 
milk per day and will maintain adequate milk pro­
duction if properly fed for 2~ to 3 months. ~uring 
the lactatioi:i period the_ ewe 1s not onl.Y feeding h~r 
lambs, but 1s also growmg wool and, 1f young, will 
be making some growth herself. Yol;l can e~pect the 
ewe to lose weight during the sucklmg penod. The 
basis for determining the kind and amount of ration 
during lactation will depend upon whether ew~s are 
producing twins or a single, the size and condiuon of 
ewe, and time of year lambs are born. Ewes produc­
ing early lambs prior to the time pasture can .be us~d 
will generally require ½ to 1 pound of gram da1l y 
along with 4 to 6 pounds of alfalfa hay or e9.uivalent. 
Ewes lambing after adequate pasture 1s available will 
generally require no grain. 
EWE FEEDING GUIDE 
During fall and early winter and before snow fall, 
use a good pasture, corn stalks and grain stubble. 
Feed alfalfa hay (2 pounds) if needed to furnish re­
quired protein. Provide minerals and water free 
choice. The following rations in table 5 may be used 
for winter feeding. 
FEED REQUIREMENTS 
Ewes will require more grain in an early lambing 
program but more pasture if lambs come late in the 
season. Grain and supplement for late lambs may be 
nearly similar to that needed for lambs in an early 
lambing program. 
Table 5. Winter Feeding Rations for Ewes 
First 1f:iof Last1,;;of 
Typcofration (Jbs.pcrday) (lbs.pcrday) (lbs.pcrday) 
1.Alfalfa hay 4-5 Add ½ to 1 Add ¾ to I½ 
2.A!falfa-brome pound grain pound grain 
mixedhay 4- Sdailytoanyofdaily 
3.Alfalfahay 2 the rations in During lacta-
grasshay 3 column 1 uon 1t 1s sug-
4· ~::::i:ay4 ~::1:i-S c~~~m~ 
supplement• 
5.Cornorsorghumt 
silage 
Protein 
supplement• 
6.Cornorsorghum 
silage 
Alfalfaormixed 
alfalfa-grass hay 
(good quality) 
(nativepasture) 
Alfalfa hay 
.25-.40 ing at least 2 
pounds of 
8-10 greenleafyal-
falfa be used. 
.35-.50 After the first 
60to70 days 
4-6 ofthelacta-
tion period, 
feed the ewes 
2-2½ thesamera-
tion you fed 
3-4 them during 
2-2½ late pregnan-
cy-3½ to4 
.25-.50 pounds of le-
2-2½ gume or 
mixed hay 
and½ tol 
nd 0 
plen~i£J pou t \ a 
supply 
.25-.4 
plentiful 
supply 
1-2 
•Soy~anoilmca!44% 
tWholecorn,grainsorghurn,oatsand/orbarlcyareused 
7. Corn or sorghum 
silage 
Grass hay 
Protein 
supplement• 
8. Alfalfa hay 
Corn or sorghum 
fodder(bundle 
9. ~i~~:~n;;azing 
(nativepasture) 
Protein 
supplement• 
IO.Winter grazing 
Table 7. Estimated Cost and Returns Per Ewe Per Year, Item­
ized Costs Per Ewe and Lamb (Early Lambs, Born in 
December, January, and February) 
Grain 
30dayspriortolambing.50lb./day .- .. -= 15lbs. 
50days after lambing 1.00 lb./day ...... = 5016s. 
Creep feed for lambs 
(birth till market) ... . ............ =200lbs 
Total _____ 265 Jbs.atS.04=$10.60 
H,y 
50dayfeedincornstalkandstubble 
Ewes,140daysonhayfeeding 
@ 41bs.perd,y .._____~-~ -=840x $.025=$21.00 
Lambs, IOOdaysonhayfeeding 
@lib.per day =100x 
Total 
Pasture 
5 months-0.5 per ewe per day-
$1.50/head/month x 5 months ----
Miscellaneous 
Salt-Minerals ______ 
Breeding charge 
Veterinary and drugs 
T.axesandinsuranceon livestock 
and equipment investment --··-····--
Depreciationandrepairsonequipment 
$5.00xl0% 
Shearing ________ 
Annual ewe depreciation 
Ewe death loss 
Total 
Total cost 
.025=$2.50 
$23.50 
-$7.50 
S .80 
1.00 
.60 
...... = .75 
.50 
.75 
- 5.50 
1.50 
$11.40 
$53.00 
Total cost does not include labor, interest or general farm 
overhead. Producer can make his own estimate. ~ 
lnc.ome 
140% lamb crop ( 154 lb. lambs@ .45/ lb.)=$69.30 
9lbs.woolx5Qc _ _ ___ 4.50 
Total estimated returns _____ $73.80 
Totalcost ________ =53.00 
Estimated returns over cost per ewe .......... ·-···· $20.80 
Returns per animal unit 
Estimated returns over cost per ewe shown in table .. =$20.80 
I animal unit sheep=5 ewes and Lambs x $12.91 ... =5104.00 
Table 6. Feed Requirements per Year 
Typcofstock Feedgrai.n 
I ewe and lamb / year ..... •········- 900lbs. 80-lOOlbs. 2Ilbs. 6 months pasture,corn stalks,and stubble 
IOOewes/ yearproducingearly 
lambs(grainperewe90lbs., 
grainperlamb200\bs.,Protein 
supplement/lamb 14lbs.) .. 30-40ton 500-600bu. 2,00016s. 30(Pasturetons)hayequivalent 
lOOewes/yearproducingbte 
lambs, (grain percwe,40lbs., 
grainperlamb , weaningtomar­
ket 140lbs.,Protein supple-
ment .IO lbs./ head / day) ......... 25-35ton 300-400bu. 1,600\bs. 40-50(Pasture tons) hay equivalent 
Table 8. Sheep Space Requirements. The space require­
ments presented in the following table are average values 
which will need to vary with the size of sheep, the type of 
management and climatic conditions. 
The required lot space in dirt lots is for well drained con­
ditions. If drainage is poor and pens remain wet, more space 
should beallowed. The lot space given for feeder lambs should 
be adequate for lambs up to market weight. Proportionately 
less lot and feeder space would be adequate for smaller lambs. 
The lot space given includes shed or shade space. Hay feeder 
space could be reduced if hay were being fed to ewes as a 
supplement to pasture rather than to ewes in confinement. 
TYPE OF STRUCTURE FEEDERLAMBS EWES EWES WITH LAMBS 
Lot space - dirt 
surfaced 
20 sq. 
16 sq. 
ft. 
ft. 
22 sq. ft. 
-
26 sq. ft. 
-
Shed space - open 
confined 
shade 
6 sq. 
-
6 sq. 
ft. 
ft. 
8 sq. ft. 
14 sq. ft. 
8 sq. ft. 
12 sq. ft. 
18 sq. ft. 
12 sq. ft. 
Self feeder space 
grain or pellets 
ground ration 
8-10 hd./linear ft. 
3 hd./linear ft. 
2 hd./linear 
2 hd./linear 
ft. 
ft. 
2 hd./linear 
2 hd./linear 
ft. 
ft. 
Trough space - hand feeding 12 linear in./hd. 14 linear in./hd. 14 linear in./hd. 
Hay feeders 14 linear in./hd. 14 linear in./hd. 
Watering - open trough 
automatic bowl 
10 hd./linear ft. 
1 bowl/20 hd. 
8 hd./linear ft. 
1 bowl/15 hd. 
8 hd./linear ft. 
1 bowl/15 hd. 
.._J 
